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The importance of stakeholder engagement for the success of natural resources 
management processes is widely acknowledged, yet evaluation frameworks 
employed by administrators of environmental programs continue to provide limited 
recognition of or insistence upon engagement processes.  This paper presents a 
framework for monitoring and evaluation of engagement that aims to better 
incorporate community engagement into mainstream environmental programs, in 
particular in remote regions such as arid and desert regions of the world.  We argue 
that successful monitoring of engagement should not only comprise a generic set of 
indicators but rather, in addition to the principles of good monitoring practice, should 
take into account a variety of the stakeholder interests as well as key regional 
drivers, addressing them at right geographic, institutional and time scale.  
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INTRODUCTION 
The importance of community and wider stakeholder engagement for the success of 
natural resources management (NRM) processes is widely acknowledged.  Yet, 
despite this wide recognition, evaluation frameworks employed by policy 
administrators of large environmental programs both in Australia and internationally 
continue to provide limited recognition of or insistence upon engagement processes 
(Estrella and Gaventa, 1998; Symes and Jasser, 2000; Wondollek and Yaffee, 2000; 
Aslin and Brown, 2004; Munce, 2009).  Syme and Sadler (1994) suggest this 
hesitation to deal with monitoring and evaluation of community engagement results 
from absence of agreed criteria for determining success, evaluation methods or tools 
for measurement.  In addition, different values and priorities held by different 
stakeholders make decisions on what to monitor and evaluate in terms of 
engagement even harder.  Instead, monitoring and evaluation of NRM programs has 
largely focused on on-ground changes in bio-physical parameters as indicators of 
success (Carr, 2002; Larson and Smajgl, 2006; Wallington and Lawrence, 2008).  
Stakeholder engagement in NRM has been increasingly seen as a basic 
human right: both as a result of the human right to a certain level of environmental 
quality, as well as a result of the human right to free political participation (Ebbesson, 
1997; Appelstrand, 2002).  However, levels to which stakeholders are engaged, as 
well as types and methods of engagement, are many, varied and multifaceted, and 
several hierarchies of engagement types and levels have been developed (Buchy 
and Hoverman, 2000; Stalker Prokopy, 2005).  They range from low levels of 
engagement (“passive participation”; “tokenism”; “manipulation”) to a mid-range 
where participants are involved in decision making about largely predetermined 
questions; to a higher end of the scale where stakeholders undertake their own 
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initiatives or are enabled to develop strong leadership roles (“partnerships”; 
“empowerment”; “citizen control”).  Aslin and Brown (2004) define community 
engagement as a process at this end of the scale, that is a process that goes further 
than consultation or participation and involves capturing of people’s attention and 
focusing of their efforts on the matter at hand.  However, for the purpose of this 
paper we do not differentiate between the types and levels of engagement but rather 
acknowledge community engagement as an approach to communication between 
communities and policy-makers, at any level.  
In this paper we propose a framework for monitoring and evaluation of 
engagement (MEE) that was developed in close collaboration with resource 
managers, policy makers and residents.  The aim of the proposed framework is to 
better incorporate community engagement into mainstream environmental programs, 
and it is focusing on remote regions.  The framework was developed as a part of a 
research project investigating the conditions, context and challenges for NRM bodies 
engaging with, and working between, communities and governments across the 
Lake Eyre Basin, a large arid region in central Australia.  We propose that such a 
framework might be relevant to other remote, and in particular arid, regions around 
the world.  
RESEARCH CONEXT  
The shift to regionalised environmental management in Australia has seen a broad 
recognition of the importance of social processes in NRM (Higgins and Lockie, 
2002).  It is therefore unsurprising that the importance of community engagement 
and the consideration of social processes are strong themes in NRM literature (see 
for example: Carr, 2002; Aslin and Brown, 2004; Nelson and Pettit, 2004; Lane and 
McDonald, 2005; Larson and Williams, 2009; Larson, in press).  
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In Australia, community-based NRM boards play a key interfacing role 
between government agencies and local communities to plan and deliver 
environmental outcomes on a regional basis (Robins and Dovers, 2007).  State and 
federal governments design and administer the architecture within which regional 
NRM boards operate and maintain a productive community interface that is tailored 
to the region within which they work.  Therefore, the success of these boards in 
fulfilling their mandate depends not only on how the groups choose to invest the 
resources and capacity they are allocated, but the boundaries and priorities set for 
them by the framework they operate in.  Resource users and other community 
interests voluntarily engage with interface groups because they perceive that the 
benefits that accrue as a result of their participation justifies their time and resources, 
but they do not always understand and share government priorities or processes 
(Larson and Williams, 2009).  
Given their role in interfacing between local, state and federal priorities, a 
crucial issue for Australian environmental governance is the capacity of NRM bodies 
to engage effectively between different scales and interests.  This raises important 
questions of how effective stakeholder engagement in NRM in remote regions is, 
and how could it be improved? 
Although community participation in NRM is strongly supported, and in some 
circumstances required to access government funding, until recently there has been 
a general lack of attention paid to the formal evaluation of these processes (Buchy 
and Race, 2001).  Where evaluation has occurred, it has often been empirical and 
focused on answering broader questions about the suitability of community based or 
regional NRM arrangements (Curtis and Lockwood, 2000; Farrelly and Conacher, 
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2007; Lane and Williams, 2008) rather than monitoring the effectiveness of 
engagement.   
When considering engagement in remote regions of Australia, it is important 
to acknowledge an emerging recognition that remote regions have a distinct set of 
drivers and characteristics compared to more densely settled coastal regions.   
Socio-economically remote regions of Australia tend to be located in either arid or 
wet tropical bio-physical regions (Robyns and Dovers, 2007; Stafford Smith, 2008; 
Larson and Alexandridis, 2009).  Stafford Smith (2008) proposes the hypothesis of 
“desert syndrome”, as he argues that arid regions share a number of key 
characteristics, or drivers, that together distinguish them from more settled and 
mesic regions.  He proposes that “desert syndrome” is characterised by variability, 
extremes and unpredictability of the climate, at various scales in space and time; 
resulting in low and variable primary productivity.  The variability of climate and 
scarcity of resources result in sparse, mobile and patchy human population.  The low 
population mass creates three main flow-on effects.  First, low population numbers 
have no capacity to create significant local economic, political or cultural centres, 
thus resulting in distant markets and decision-making centres, which in turn create 
perceptions of unpredictability and dependency on external markets, labour and 
policy.  Second, such regions typically attract little scientific and research effort, 
however tend to retain more traditional knowledge and culture and create more 
locally-relevant innovation.  Given the scale of the regions and effort required to 
maintain business networks or landscape management in such conditions, local 
knowledge assumes particular significance.  Last but not least, Stafford Smith (2008) 
proposes that such regions tend to drive evolution of particular social arrangements 
and preferentially attract particular types of people.  He hypothesises that the above 
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drivers are casually linked in deserts in ways different to other environments, and 
thus proposes them as “desert drivers”.  
More broadly, these Australian desert characteristics are echoed in various 
ways throughout arid regions around the world which generally don’t have the rainfall 
to sustain large human populations and where resources are generally variable thus 
pre-disposing certain types of industries and cultural patterns (Reynolds et al., 2007).  
METHODS   
Development of the framework presented in this paper has been guided by both the 
review of the existing literature and the review of primary data collected during the 
project.  The literature review was two-pronged.  On one hand, literature on 
engagement and monitoring in the context of natural resources management, 
existing frameworks and guidelines, and tools in use, were reviewed in order to 
generate an understanding of the current scientific debate (Larson and Williams, 
2009).  An overview of the lessons learnt from the literature is presented in the next 
section.  
On the other hand, a review of the region, including bio-physical and socio-
economic characteristics (Herr et al., 2009) and institutional arrangements (Larson, 
2009), was performed in order to enable us to focus generic frameworks on the 
specificities of the region under investigation. An overview of the characteristics of 
the region is also presented in this paper.  
Our understanding of the region was also informed by primary data collected 
in collaboration with government representatives and people living in the Lake Eyre 
Basin (‘the Basin’).  A total of eight government interviews, with state and federal 
representatives, were carried out by experienced social scientists.  To access 
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existing networks of trust and local knowledge, a further 49 community interviews 
were conducted by community based researchers who were specially trained by the 
project team (Robinson et al., 2009; Measham et al., 2009c).  All interviews were 
recorded, transcribed and analysed using NVivo software. 
Results from the literature and key themes and perspectives raised by 
community and government interviews were then discussed at focus group sessions 
held with the representatives of the boards and staff of two of the four natural 
resources management boards operating in the Basin (Measham et al., 2009b).   
Specifics of Indigenous engagement were also investigated through interviews with 
key individuals employed to broker or facilitate engagement of Indigenous 
communities with NRM planning and project implementation (Robinson et al., 2008).    
Both findings from the literature and from the region were consolidated into a 
framework to monitor and evaluate engagement in remote regions, outlined here.  
ENGAGEMENT, MONITORING AND EVALUATION: LESSONS FROM THE 
LITERATURE 
Review performed by Larson and Williams in 2009 found that literature on the 
specific issue of monitoring and evaluation of engagement (MEE) in the natural 
resources management context was rather limited.  Therefore, this section presents 
lessons and learnings from wider body of literature related to engagement, 
monitoring and evaluation.  The section concludes with the discussion of the role 
social learning plays in adaptive management of natural resources.   
On Engagement  
Government policy and rhetoric concerning the operation of NRM groups focus on 
an approach that encompasses shared responsibility, partnerships, effective 
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community involvement through informed communication and consultation, 
engagement through devolution of “appropriate” authority to communities, and 
empowering individuals and communities by building their capacities to participate 
(Larson and Williams, 2009).  Four broad reasons as to why government might want 
to get the public engaged in a particular process can be summarised as follows 
(Lane, 2005; Warburton et al., 2006; Rosenstrom and Kyllonen, 2007): (1) fairness 
and improved governance; (2) social learning and improved social capital; (3) 
improved quality of delivery or service; and (4) improved competence and capacity 
building.  Reasons for engagement play a large role in deciding what is monitored, 
for example a particular project, a success of intervention to promote engagement, 
or the actual engagement in governance.  Reasons for engagement and monitoring 
also play an important role in determining the level of engagement (Buchy and 
Hoverman, 2000; Stalker Prokopy, 2005).  
On Monitoring  
The very absence of monitoring in most participatory projects in the past has been 
identified as potentially the largest gap in the methodological knowledge about the 
engagement processes (Abbot and Guijt, 1998; Guijt and Gaventa, 1998; Buchy and 
Hoverman, 2000; Reddel and Woolcock, 2004; Lane, 2005; Abelson and Gauvin, 
2006).  It is also important to acknowledge that there are two general reasons for 
monitoring: monitoring for auditing purposes, where the funding body requires that 
the implementing body and/or stakeholders monitor the engagement process and 
output in order to ensure compliance with the funding contracts; and monitoring for 
evaluation and learning, where the implementing body and stakeholders are 
interested in monitoring the quality of their actions and deliverables in order to learn 
and improve in the future (Larson and Williams, 2009).  In recent years, there has 
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been a notable shift towards monitoring for learning in both communities and within 
organisations, including capacity or competence building, development of joint 
actions to determine agreed outcomes and application of lessons learnt (Mahanty et 
al., 2007). 
Advice on basic requirements for meaningful monitoring is plentiful (Abbot and 
Guijt, 1998; Estrella and Gaventa, 1998; McAllister, 1999; Pasteur and Blauert, 
2000; Brunner, 2004; Krick et al., 2005; Mahanty et al., 2007; etc).  Like any other 
type of monitoring, successful monitoring of engagement presupposes terms of 
reference, authority and resources to facilitate the process, as well as the capacity 
within the group to create an enabling environment and conduct the process 
successfully (Larson and Williams, 2009).   
Monitoring is a process and not a single action, and therefore should occur at 
different stages of the engagement process.  Frameworks in the literature distinguish 
between monitoring of inputs, process, outputs, outcomes and trends (Chess, 2000; 
Cuthill, 2003; Johnson, 2004; MED, 2004; Bond et al., 2006).  There is also 
recognition that the framework should be flexible enough to include the provision for 
monitoring of any unexpected effects during the process (Krick et al., 2005).  Several 
tools for use in engagement monitoring are proposed and described in literature, 
such as Logical Frameworks Approach (LOG frames), report and score cards, 
outcome mapping, or Most Significant Change (MSC) approach (see Bond et al., 
2006; Davies and Dart, 2005; Earl et al., 2001; Rietbergen-McCracken and Narayan, 
1998).   
Several “principles of good monitoring practice” can be proposed based on the 
literature (Syme and Sadler, 1994; MED, 2004; Krick et al., 2005, Bond et al., 2006; 
Warburton et al., 2006; Larson and Williams, 2009, UNDP, 2008), such as:   
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-  The monitoring and evaluation process should be participatory and should fully 
involve different project stakeholder groups and staff, throughout all steps of the 
process.  Process should be user friendly and culturally sensitive.   
-  Criteria to demonstrate if objectives have been met should be agreed at the 
outset by all stakeholder groups concerned.  The criteria should be well thought 
through: It should focus on both short term and long term views; should be both 
qualitative and quantitative; should consider wider context of external drivers; 
etc. 
-  Monitoring and evaluation should be planned for all stages of engagement and 
should allow for changes in process and methods if needed.  Monitoring should 
be treated as an integral part of the projects and evaluation should occur over 
the period of time as a continuous effort.  
-  Plans should include the purpose, the process, as well as responsibilities, 
resources, methodologies, etc.   
-  Findings should be recorded, communicated and used as a basis for future 
improvements.  Principles of adaptive management should be followed.  
-  Efforts should be balanced in terms of costs versus benefits; and should 
concentrate on provision of useful information. The key achievement is to 
collect and analyse a minimum but sufficient amount of data and information. 
On Evaluation 
Evaluation can be defined as a step in the process that determines the merit or worth 
of the actions taken (Chelimsky and Shadish, 1997).  Evaluation can also be 
undertaken in various stages of the process, as formative (evaluation of actions in 
progress), summative (post-evaluation), or evaluation of actual impacts of action 
  9Remotely Engaged? A Framework for Monitoring the Success of Stakeholder Engagement in Remote Regions 
(Chess, 2000).  Another prominent argument in the evaluation field concerns the 
extent to which programme personnel and stakeholders should be involved in the 
evaluation, ranging from opinions that evaluators should maintain objectivity through 
distancing themselves from the process; to empowering stakeholders to design and 
implement their own evaluations.  Chess (2000) proposes that the evaluator, rather 
than being a referee who determines the right from wrong, could be an educator who 
encourages learning.  Involving agency staff and stakeholders in the design and 
implementation of evaluation is viewed as increasing the likelihood that the 
evaluation will be viewed as credible and useful (Greene, 1987; Syme and Sadler, 
1994).  
Several cautionary notes have also been recorded on this subject.  A need to 
consider timeframes, that is, to separate between the short- and long-term changes, 
is a prominent caution. Bellamy et al. (1999) warn that the traditional and ongoing 
focus on achievement of outcomes to evaluate programs is an uncomfortable fit for 
social processes due to the difficulty in meaningfully quantifying outcomes and the 
long timeframes for seeing results.  Several authors also caution about the “causality 
gap” (Bellamy et al., 1999; Earl et al., 2001; MED, 2004; Mee, 2005; O’Riordan, 
2005; Mahanty et al., 2007; UNDP, 2008) referring to the potential difficulty of 
establishing with confidence that changes, particularly delayed ones, are indeed a 
result of a specific intervention or action.  In case of evaluation finding an activity 
unsuccessful, it would be important to distinguish between an activity that was 
unsuccessful because it was poorly implemented – in which case it should be 
improved in the future; and an activity that was unsuccessful because it was 
essentially not a valuable activity – in which case it should be discontinued.   
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On Social Learning 
The need to establish an environment of participatory learning and to adjust 
approaches to natural resource management based on those learnings is 
increasingly expressed by both researchers and practitioners (Keen et al., 2005).  In 
this context, evaluation is increasingly recognised as a mechanism to achieve social 
learning which is so important to the management of complex environmental 
problems (Measham, 2009).  Planning frameworks based on the paradigm of 
adaptive management (Holling, 1978), such as one recently proposed by Kato and 
Ahern (2008), emphasise the role of monitoring, evaluation and learning in planning.  
Kato and Ahern (2008) argue that monitoring is the key to adaptive management and 
thus should be systematically integrated into the planning process at several points, 
and the information gained used in preparation of the next generation of planning.  
Most important, they argue, is the inclusion of the “lessons learned” into the next 
round of planning.  Keen et al. (2005) go further to consider adaptive management 
as one approach to social learning.  Another framework, developed by Pahl-Wostl 
and Hare (2004), embeds social learning in the social-ecological system where the 
outcomes of a participatory management process not only influence interventions, 
intervention mechanisms and ambitions, but also feed back into the adaptation of 
governance structures and creation of systemic change.  
Muro and Jeffrey (2008) point out that social learning has, in recent years, 
been proposed as a means to support participative planning in many natural 
resources planning arenas, such as water and river basin management, forest 
management, impact assessment, conservation planning and management, and 
participatory rural research.  They argue that traditional approaches to solving 
societal problems and fostering social change, such as a reliance on the 
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development of appropriate technologies or market forces, have failed, and that an 
alternative approach is required.  Muro and Jeffrey (2008) further argue that 
realisation of the sustainable development paradigm might ultimately depend on the 
capacity of different actors and groups to communicate, negotiate and reach 
collective decisions.  What seems to make the social learning model even more 
appealing to the natural resources managers is that it offers a prospect of not only 
changing the behaviour of individuals, but also enabling development of joint 
practices and collective action.  
In Summary  
Similar to government agencies elsewhere (Chess, 2000), Australian agencies in the 
field of natural resources management are moving towards performance-based 
management, that typically consists of predetermined lists of indicators established 
in order to monitor and evaluate actual environmental progress on ground, such as 
improvements in water quality.  Several references however stress that there is no 
“one size fits all” generic approach to monitoring and evaluation of engagement 
processes, nor is there a generic set of MEE indicators (Buchy and Race, 2001; 
MED, 2004; Krick et al., 2005; Warburton, 2007; UNDP 2008).  
We therefore propose that the above discussed principles of “good practice” 
should be used in development of the project specific engagement process and 
monitoring and evaluation plan.  Specific priorities for monitoring need to be 
considered and agreed, and monitoring should occur at the stage most appropriate 
to given circumstances.  The plans need to target interests that are specific to the 
given scale.  In addition, the specific circumstances of the organisation related to the 
human, financial and other capitals are crucial for creation of feasible plans (Larson 
and Williams, 2009).    
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CHARACTERISTICS OF THE REGION  
The Lake Eyre Basin (‘the Basin’) is Australia's largest inland draining catchment 
with a size of approximately 1.2 million square kilometres, and is home to almost 
60,000 people (Herr et al., 2009).  The Basin is characterised by arid and semi-arid 
climate, with unpredictable and episodic weather events driving biological processes 
and the production in natural ecosystems.  The sparsely populated desert 
landscapes make natural systems and human activities in the Basin fundamentally 
different to wetter and more populated regions in Australia (Measham et al., 2009b).   
FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE 
The Basin is administered through a variety of institutional arrangements 
(Figure 1).  The Basin is administratively shared by three states and one territory, 
with internal administrative structures including local governments, incorporated 
lands and unincorporated land areas.  The natural resources of the Basin are 
managed by four state-based bodies that are each governed by separate institutional 
arrangements as dictated by their relevant state or territory government (Larson, 
2009).  
The population of the Basin is small, sparse and unevenly distributed, with 
majority of the people living in a few rural centres close to the edge of the Basin 
(Herr et al., 2009).  Parts of the Basin, particularly in the Northern Territory and 
South Australia, have a high proportion of Aboriginal people, ranging from 40–90% 
of the total resident population, compared to the Australian average of 2.5% (ABS, 
2006a).  
The prevailing land use in the Basin is grazing, with most of the properties 
held under leasehold tenure arrangement with the states.  Indigenous tenures and 
  13Remotely Engaged? A Framework for Monitoring the Success of Stakeholder Engagement in Remote Regions 
native title determinations cover approximately 2% of the Basin.  The major 
employment sector is grazing-based agriculture, employing 36% of the regional 
workforce (Herr et al., 2009).  Nature-based tourism and mining are also important in 
the region.  Mining in particular is a rapidly growing industry as exploration for and 
mining of copper, zinc, uranium, oil, gas and precious stones continues to increase 
throughout the Basin.  For example, the town of Roxby Downs, near the Olympic 
Dam mine in South Australian, grew by 18% in population in the five years to 2006 
(ABS, 2006b).  
The Lake Eyre Basin receives low rainfall ranging from 600mm in its north 
eastern part to less than 150mm in the southern area, thus being characterised with 
the evaporation rates that exceed rainfall up to 18 times (Herr et al., 2009).  The 
ecological integrity and productive capacity of the system depend upon periodic 
flooding and drying, and native animals and plants are well adapted to the flood-
drought variability.  However, the most significant and the only reliable water 
resource in the region is the Great Artesian Basin, a deep sub-artesian resource with 
an estimate stored volume of 8,700 million megalitres of water (Larson, 2006). 
The Lake Eyre Basin is a unique inland catchment of unregulated, variable, 
arid zone rivers supporting a sparse and diverse human population.  Thus the 
environment and, as a consequence, human endeavours in the Basin, operate under 
drivers that are fundamentally different to other, more populated areas of Australia 
(Herr et al., 2009). 
LESSONS FROM THE CASE STUDIES: “SUCCESS FACTORS” 
Results from both the community and government interviews reinforced the 
importance of fundamental principles of good engagement that are widely 
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recognised within scientific literature, even if they manifest themselves differently in 
remote regions: Effective communication, community ownership, and transparency, 
amongst others (see Measham et al., 2009c for an expanded discussion).  In 
addition, there were a series of factors which were thought to be more particular to 
the special characteristics of desert regions, such as recognising longer timeframes 
and taking advantage of infrequent resources when available.  The combined suite 
of “Factors of Success” that emerged from the primary data collected in the region 
comprised: 
- developing  trust 
- adequate  resourcing 
- effective  communication 
- being  inclusive 
- being  strategic 
- promoting  community  ownership 
-  defining the appropriate scale for interaction 
- being  transparent 
-  being determined to achieve NRM initiatives 
-  adapting as required to reach outcomes 
-  aligning on-ground works with government priorities 
- being  independent 
-  respecting desert timeframes 
-  getting on with the job, and 
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-  avoiding burnout.  
As such, these factors represent a mix of desert specific and broader issues 
which apply in a wide range of contexts.  However, it would seem that even general 
factors play out differently in remote areas, due to the intensity of challenges where 
scale and low population density has the potential to exacerbate difficulties in 
effective NRM engagement.  It became apparent during the study that environmental 
management organisations in the Lake Eyre Basin need to balance a range of social 
and economic tensions relating to different perspectives to achieve effective NRM 
outcomes.  
PROPOSED MONITORING AND EVALUATION (MEE) FRAMEWORK FOR 
REMOTE REGIONS   
The ways in which organisations can address their monitoring needs are many.  A 
successful and sustainable monitoring and evaluation of engagement (MEE) 
framework may require adjustment depending on the capacity as well as the 
processes of both funding and implementing organisations.  The key objective of the 
planning process should be to find ways to minimise additional effort, that is 
additional financial capital and staff effort required to MEE; as well as to minimise 
additional burden on the stakeholders, who will often be ultimate “judges” of success 
of the process.  
Therefore, every attempt should be made to maximise the use of existing 
monitoring and evaluation frameworks and requirements, existing plans and existing 
data collection exercises (Figure 2).  MEE action list and plans should not be 
developed before a “reality check” is performed to confirm that the capacity and 
resources needed for additional activities indeed exist (Larson and Williams, 2009).  
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Recording and reporting to stakeholders should be undertaken and the information 
collated for this purpose should contribute to the evaluation of engagement and a 
process of learning from both the shortcomings and success stories.  Learnings from 
previous experiences should always be applied as appropriate to both the 
architecture and operation of interface groups before further actions take place or the 
next cycle of planning re-commences.   
FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE 
Based on the learnings presented thus far, we propose a conceptual 
framework to guide planning for monitoring and evaluation of engagement process.  
We propose that this conceptual framework is particularly applicable for the 
management of natural resources in remote regions of the world characterised by 
extreme climatic conditions, including but not limited to arid desert regions.  
The framework developed and presented in Figure 3 follows the generic 
principles of “good practice”, but proposes to make them case-specific by taking into 
account a variety of interests of different stakeholders (“success factors”) and the 
key drivers specific to the region under investigation (in our case, desert conditions 
or “desert syndrome”).  The principles of good practice, stakeholder interests and 
key regional drivers need to be viewed in the context of three-dimensional system 
they reside within: The time scale; the geographic scale; and the societal/institutional 
levels.  Only by taking all of these into account can we attempt to create a tailor 
made, efficient and effective engagement monitoring plan.   
FIGURE 3 ABOUT HERE 
Based on our literature review and findings from the field, we propose that 
there is no “one size fits all” set of indicators that would enable successful monitoring 
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and evaluation of engagement in any environment.  Specific characteristics of the 
region, such as highly variable climate, scarce resources and sparse populations of 
the arid regions, need to be fully acknowledged.  We thus propose that the 
organisation, in collaboration with its stakeholders, should develop its own set of 
“factors of success”.  
As discussed previously, the organisation can monitor and evaluate either 
inputs required for the activities to be completed; the process and outputs of the 
activities as set in the plans; or outcomes of actions and trends they create.  In 
addition, the organisation can also monitor for unexpected, that is, unplanned things 
that occur during the plan’s cycle.  Most importantly, the organisation and the 
administering agency need to be able to learn from the MEE, and as a result improve 
performance in the future.  We thus propose that the “factors of success” identified 
should be mapped on a continuum of the engagement and monitoring process 
stages, from inputs to trends, and that the organisation should resolve to monitor 
only a doable sub-set of parameters.  The final decision on what to monitor should 
be informed both by the utility of the information envisaged to be gathered from the 
monitoring exercise, as well as the logistical constrains of budgetary and capacity 
conditions.  
In the Lake Eyre Basin case study, “factors of success” identified were 
mapped on a continuum of monitoring process stages, from inputs to trends (Figure 
4).  Only a limited number of those factors were proposed to be monitored, for 
example for the inputs stage of the monitoring “recognising desert champions” was 
deemed to be an important parameter for monitoring.  Questions of interest to future 
evaluation and learning at this stage included: Are we engaging with appropriate 
stakeholders? Are they engaging with us?  During the process stage, “desert talk” 
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was proposed as an important factor to monitor (Are we listening to locals and are 
we being listened to?).  Factors such as trust and inclusiveness were proposed to be 
monitored at the longer time scales, as trends, asking questions such as: Is trust and 
inclusiveness increasing?  Are we just going for easy wins or tackling the bigger 
issues? 
FIGURE 4 ABOUT HERE 
DISCUSSION  
In this paper we have presented an overview of the generic principles of “good 
practice” for monitoring and evaluation of engagement in the context of the natural 
resources management.  The principles of “good practice” were combined with the 
specific stakeholder interests and the key regional drivers to construct a guiding 
framework for the monitoring and evaluation of engagement in natural resources 
management in remote regions.   
The Discussion section is organised around the key “collaboration dilemmas”, 
that is, weaknesses and paradoxes of collaborative approaches to natural resources 
management, as summarised by Margerum and Whitall (2004), that we found 
pertinent to our study of monitoring and evaluation of engagement processes in 
natural resources management.  
The first dilemma of collaborative approaches to management of natural 
resources revolves around centralization versus decentralization of decision making 
(Lane, 2003, 2005; Lane and McDonald, 2005; Lane et al., 2004).  Management of 
natural resources and environmental policy were centralised for many decades in 
order to encourage consistent approaches to achieving national-scale goals.  The 
benefits of this approach are not questioned, however, problems do arise in 
  19Remotely Engaged? A Framework for Monitoring the Success of Stakeholder Engagement in Remote Regions 
situations when there are unique local needs and conditions.  On the other hand, 
there is also a danger that emphasis might shift to local scale issues with regional or 
national concerns not being adequately addressed (Clark, 1991).  
This dilemma is embodied by the impossible position of NRM agencies 
working at the interface between regional communities and government.  The 
structure of Australian NRM programs has, until recently, tied funding to the 
commitment to act on priorities set by state and federal governments and ensuring 
the participation and ownership of local communities (and therefore their priorities) in 
NRM planning and implementation.  Yet our research has suggested that particularly 
in remote, desert regions, there is often a mismatch between the government 
(external) priorities and those of regional bodies and their communities.  This has 
important impacts on how NRM bodies are able to engage with their communities, 
and in turn, the perceived relevance of such organisations by their communities.   
What is evaluated as “successful engagement” will therefore depend on who is 
evaluating it; and whether the goals and target of the evaluator have been met.    
Another dilemma discussed in the literature is tension between expert 
knowledge and local knowledge (Wondolleck and Yaffee, 2000; Margerum and 
Whitall, 2004).  Recent trends of increasing inclusion of local knowledge into the 
decision making process are triggering concerns about the quality of knowledge that 
is based on human experiences only (McCloskey, 2001).  This dilemma is even 
more pertinent in remote regions where local knowledge is a dominant type of 
knowledge existent (Stafford Smith, 2008).  Local knowledge and scientific 
knowledge are different and only partly substitutable.  Local knowledge might 
provide valuable insights and information even when scientific knowledge is 
abundant, but particularly so when the scientific knowledge is limited (Larson, 2006).  
20 S. Larson, T.G. Measham and L.J. Williams
 
Tensions between longer ecological and scientific time frames on one hand, 
and shorter management and political time frames on the other hand, have also 
been discussed in literature (Cortner and Moote, 1999).  These tensions were also 
observed in our research.  Long time frames required to observe changes in either 
biophysical variables or levels of trust were in contrast with short-term and rapidly 
changing policy and institutional arrangements.  
Last but not least of the dilemmas identified in the literature, and pertinent to 
our case study, is related to concerns about the expenses and other resources 
required for collaborative decision making (Cortner and Moote, 1999; Wondolleck 
and Yaffee, 2000; Margerum and Whitall, 2004).  Additional efforts required to 
implement an effective process of monitoring and evaluation of engagement place 
greater pressure on resources of both the interface agency and the stakeholders in 
any setting.  Sparse populations and great distances typical in remote regions 
exasperate those efforts even further.  
The majority of funding in Australia for the natural resources management and 
engagement into such processes is obtained from government agencies (Larson, 
2009).  It is also likely that funding for the monitoring and evaluation of engagement 
will be provided via various government and agency arrangements.  It is therefore 
probable that monitoring and reporting required for auditing purposes in order to 
maintain investments and resources may take precedence over monitoring for 
review and learning as a basis for improved engagements.  The need for social and 
institutional learning as a result of monitoring and evaluation has been identified both 
in literature and by stakeholders in this study.  Even if learnings from MEE are 
maximised, the actual role of social learning processes in arriving to shared 
understanding of the natural resources management issues and priorities should be 
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better understood (Muro and Jeffrey, 2008).  Further understanding of the factors 
that foster or inhibit the change as well as factors that contribute to process 
outcomes is also warranted.  
Engagement is not a static point that can be achieved, but a dynamic process 
that needs to be adapted and changed in response to changing community and 
government priorities, conditions and personalities (Mahanty et al., 2007; Smith and 
Smith, 2006; Larson and Williams, 2009; Measham et al., 2009b).  Creating 
opportunities to adapt to changing conditions requires continuous involvement along 
with an engagement monitoring process that organisations can fit within their 
operating capacity.  Processes of learning and applying lessons are therefore 
essential for the improved management of natural resources in the future.   
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Figure 1.   Region under study: Lake Eyre Basin, Australia  
Where SA = State of South Australia; NSW = State of New South Wales; QLD = State of Queensland 
and NT = Northern Territory  
 
  





Figure 2.   Proposed steps for setting a monitoring and evaluation framework for 
engagement (MEE)   
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Figure  4.    “Factors of success” identified with stakeholders were mapped on a 
continuum of monitoring process stages 
 
Input Process  Output Outcome  Trend   
Shorter term  Longer term 
Learn how the system works Be adaptive 
Use the partnerships effectively  Use the partnerships effectively 
Maintain transparency 
Recognise different roles you play  
Develop community ownership  
Build and maintain trust  Build and maintain trust 
Desert talk 
Recognise desert champions  
Access resources when you can  
Think of long term results   Think of long term results  
Be determined   
Shorter term Longer term 
Input Process  Output  Outcome  Trend   
Take advantage of opportunities  
 
 